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Bjarne Nielsen Transcript – Interview Recorded 11/23/2009 

CPCC Central Campus, Central High Building, Charlotte, NC 

Transcribed and edited by Mark Coltrain 

Coltrain: I am here today it’s November twenty—I’m not even sure of the date today [laughs]— 

Nielsen: Third. 

Coltrain: November 23rd [2009] and it’s about 9:30am and I’m here with Bjarne Nielsen and I’m going to 

do an interview with him at CPCC [Central Campus]. What is your name and where and when were you 

born? 

Nielsen: Okay, I’m Bjarne Nielsen. I was born in Denmark in 1946.  

Coltrain: And what’s your birthday? 

Nielsen: July 28. 

Coltrain: Where did you grow up? 

Nielsen: Well, I grew up in a town in Denmark called Aalborg. It's spelled double a, A-a-l-b-o-r-g. It's like 

the fourth largest city in the country with maybe ninety to a hundred thousand people living in it. It's on 

the coast, actually on a river that runs all the way through the country east to west so there's a lot of 

boats, a lot of sailing, that kind of thing going on. 

Coltrain: Where else have you lived? 

Nielsen: [laughs] Ok, my first trip away from home was in the army--eighteen years old, the draft was in 

force. Now drafting in the--being drafted into the Danish army is not such a big deal because we don't 

do much. I spent fourteen months I think it was just walking around and marching and practicing and 

training and essentially they were practicing how to win World War two fifteen years too late, right? 

[laughs] We weren't doing anything new. 

Coltrain: Okay. 

Nielsen: That was my first trip away from home. Oh man, where to start? I went to England after 

college. Lived there for four years. I went to Canada after that--lived there for one and a half. Back in 

Denmark one year and then here ever since. Came here in 1980. 

Coltrain: Wow. Ok and um what jobs have you had in your life? 

Nielsen: Real jobs, I guess the first one was on in Canada. I worked through college part-time as a 

painter--painting walls, painting ceilings, that kind of thing, outsides, made some money that way. And 

after college, I went to Canada and worked, I guess you would say, as a counselor, for an organization up 

there. That last a year and a half. Then I came back to Denmark, worked as a teacher in special ed--grade 
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one two and three. I remember that fondly that was fun, but it was a short term assignment. Then I 

came over to the States and I've been at schools ever since--three years in Gaston County teaching 

special ed out there. And since 1980 teaching ESL here. [CPCC]  

Coltrain: When uh, you said you arrived in the U.S. in 1980, why did you come? 

Nielsen: Well, my wife is from here. We got married after college in '74 and we lived in Canada together, 

we lived in Denmark together, and then we decided we were would have a life with a little more 

opportunity and a little less trouble by living here. And it's turned out that way so it's a good choice. 

Coltrain: Okay. It sounds like you've traveled around a lot. When you came to the U.S. what did you 

bring with you as far as possessions? 

Nielsen: [laughs] Let's about--I think it was six hundred dollars in cash. We came with a few, a couple of 

suitcases of clothes and things and then the rest of our things that we wanted to take with us came on a 

boat. It was like a couple of months later, I don't remember, the boat came into Charleston. So we drove 

down to Charleston with a U-Haul and all our earthly possession that came there like photos and 

paintings and pictures and things like that, we could just put in a trailer, U-Haul, that was behind our car. 

Coltrain: Ok. 

Nielsen: So a little bit of stuff but not much. 

Coltrain: And what was the initial journey like here? You drove from Canada down or you flew down? 

Nielsen: We came from Denmark at the time. We flew over and yeah, landed in Charlotte. We stayed 

with my in-laws--they live in Catawba County and we stayed there for like a week, maybe two and then 

we got an apartment in Charlotte. 

Coltrain: Do you remember your first day or couple days here? 

Nielsen: Not a lot. I remember the first thing on the table was looking for work. And I looked at a couple 

of jobs in Hickory, got offered one, and I thought, this is exciting, this is easy but then they quoted the 

salary and that made me just turned out and say mmmmmm, I'll think about his. [laughs] And I stated 

looking in the big metropolis of Charlotte instead and turned out okay. I got a summer job here and 

then--actually I found the job in Gaston County, interviewed there, fairly quickly but it didn't start til 

August and we were still like in March or something so I had to find a summer job here in between. 

Coltrain: And was your wife--were you and your wife the only two people that came to the US from 

Denmark? Any of your other family? 

Nielsen: No. It was just us. I don't have any other family here. 

Coltrain: Ok. Um and what--it sounds like, again, you traveled around quite a bit in your youth before 

you finally landed here. What were some of your first impressions of the United States? 
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Nielsen: I think, like most people who come here, in the first little while, maybe a month or so, it's all 

excitement. It's oh yeah, this is great, you know, look at all this fantastic stuff and the prices are low and 

the opportunities great and the jobs were fairly simple to get at that time. And it was just nice to see all 

that. After a little while, maybe a month or two, it starts--the reality sets in that there are many 

adjustments you have to make and so that was probably a little harder. And in the first year or two, I 

was going through the same thing most people do, I found out later, culture shock, adjustment times, 

wondering, "Why do they do things the way they do here?" [laughs]. 

Coltrain: Do you have any specific--when you say culture shock--any specific things that stand out now? 

Nielsen: Well I think that most of it really comes down to what, sort of, the way people are. There are 

certain things, if you live in Denmark, there are certain things that are not done, that are not said, that 

are not discussed and other things that people talk about freely. And here it's slightly different but 

enough that you sort of sit back and you're surprised when you hit it. In Denmark, for example, it's very 

common to discuss very openly your income and salary and your money situation. Nobody seems to 

worry about it perhaps because everybody is sort of fairly middle class and there's not really a whole lot 

of difference between you and all the other people on the block. But here I found out that's not 

something people did. And all the way from sort of the way people except things to be, the things that 

people do and think, I think that's the most sort of critical thing. And it takes a little time to just sort of 

adjust. I'm a pretty flexible person so it didn't take too long. I also remember other little stupid things 

that I couldn't--for example, in this country, sometimes you flip the switch up to turn the light on but I 

was always  used to flipping the switch down to turn the light on and I looked at that for like ten seconds 

and said, "This got to be wrong!" [laughs] You're just so used to one way of doing things that any little 

variance from that, you shake your head at that. 

Coltrain: It almost seems, too, that culture shock could be different in different parts of the United 

States, or in any country, it could be that you have a totally different experience if you were in New York 

say, versus Charlotte, and out in California. 

Nielsen: I found that I was tired a lot and I think one of the things that I blamed it on at the time and I 

think it was probably right was all the driving. Everywhere you go you hop in your car--we think nothing 

here of driving twenty-thirty minutes to go somewhere. I mean in my childhood, that was like a summer 

vacation almost. Well, I'm exaggerating but we never had a car--my family never had a car. We always 

took the bus--the bus came, you know, every five minutes. I had a bicycle and a moped and eveything--

the little home town that I grew up in you could walk from the city limits on the east to the city limits on 

the west in maybe forty minutes or something. And so the distances here--I remember that from 

Canada as well, it was, it really took it out of me. I wasn't used to that and it just took a little adjustment 

there. 

Coltrain: Yeah, things are very spread out. 

Nielsen: Yeah. 
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Coltrain: That's for sure. Well what sort of traditions or customs have you made an effort to preserve 

over the years--that you carried with you from your childhood? If any? 

Nielsen: Well, not a whole lot 'cause I guess that most of the traditions from my country would be 

related to Christmas and so that the thing I've done is brought a few, bought a few Danish Christmas 

ornaments, things like that but other than that, it's not been a whole lot. It's mostly been me adjusting 

to the American customs and adopting those. You know, we're doing some of the Halloween stuff. Lots 

of Thanksgiving over the years--I don't think we missed one with the family and you know, kind of adjust 

to what's going on here.  

Coltrain: Is there anything that might've changed or that you've changed--made an effort to suit, I guess, 

more the culture here? Like, say with Christmas, for an example--how you celebrate Christmas. Is that 

definitely different here, now, as opposed to say, I don't know, when you were a teenager? 

Nielsen: Well, the traditional foods for Christmas are a little different but that's ok and not everybody in 

Denmark will have the same dinner. We used to put the Christmas trees on like the twenty-fourth of 

December and here they go up at Thanksgiving, so I put them up at Thanksgiving now. Back then we had 

real trees, now I have an artificial like, I guess, most people here do. Yeah, we had special customs there 

where you'd put some kind of--when you served dessert for Christmas dinner you would put a little 

almond, a nicely ready to eat almond into one of the portions and then the lucky child who got that one 

got a special prize. 

Coltrain: Oh wow. 

Nielsen: But I haven't actually done that over here. See, I don't have any children and I think that plays a 

part in--if I had kids maybe I would have been feeling more of a need to show them the old traditions 

and keep them alive or something. Plus I'm the only one from my country that I know here really--we're 

not a large community. And so there really hasn't been that much of an opportunity. I guess if I lived in 

Minnesota or something I would probably have found a few people and we together would have kept 

something alive. 

Coltrain: Well, tell me, you've mentioned too that you've been married since college or you met your 

wife in college. How did y'all meet? Were you both taking classes together? 

Nielsen: Uh, not quite but sort of--I was at a college in England at the time, 1972, and I came to Texas 

where my wife was at a college and it was just a trip for me and five of my buddies--we had an 

opportunity to go and we had like a work visa for the summer, like an exchange visa, and we were able 

to work on the campus, I think they paid us a dollar or one twenty-five an hour or something but in 

return for that we got free food and room and board and all that good stuff. So it was on the campus--it 

was a very nice experience. And I met her there in Texas and then we stayed in touch and to make a 

long story short, two years later we got married. So it worked out good. 

Coltrain: Wow. Texas. That's an interesting place to come for the summer. 

Nielsen: No kidding. No kidding. 
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Coltrain: Tell me about that. 

Nielsen: Well, you know, I was living in England at the time and I come from Denmark, neither one you 

know in the tropics and it was extremely warm. I remember still my first experience with air 

conditioning, which I liked a lot after being outside. And I worked again as a painter because they had 

heard I did that in England so the said, well, you can do that here as well and it was mostly outdoors and 

it was very hot. And I took a little adjustment. And once in awhile when I would dress up in a suit and tie 

or something for an event, I brought my nice wool suit down [laughs] not knowing it--well, not having 

anything else. So that was a little tricky. But it was an experience. 

Coltrain: Where in Texas were you? 

Nielsen: Just out of Dallas. 

Coltrain: Did you do any traveling around during that time? 

Nielsen: Well, we flew--a group of us, or all of us, together flew into New York and then the way we got 

to Texas was we got a drive through car, they called it. We went over to Fort Lee, New Jersey and went 

into this office and I guess these were rental cars that were misplaced and needed to go back. And we 

found a couple of vehicles that needed to go to Chicago and then when we were there, they had a 

couple that needed to go to Oklahoma City and from there we took the bus. 

Coltrain: Wow. Traveling across the country to Texas in the summer… 

Nielsen: Yeah, it was quite a trip. 

Coltrain: Did you get to see--I mean I'm sure traveling like that you see a lot, I can't imagine what it 

would be like to take all that in. Do you have any sort of special--anything that stands out about the trip 

getting down? 

Nielsen: Well, I remember my first experience of driving in New York--that was a big baptism of fire. 

First time in the U.S. and you drive from--we were staying at a hotel in New York City and we drove this 

car from Fort Lee back there for the night and then we took off the next day going west. And parking the 

car was interesting--we had to go around several blocks several times to find the right one-way street to 

get into the parking garage. I remember driving in Chicago when we got there, we got off the interstate 

too soon, we had a friend of a friend we could stay with--his parents we could stay with. And we had the 

address and you know, you go on this road and turn off but it turned out to be something like an 

Independence Boulevard squared and we went all the way through Chicago in the rush hour. So we had 

fun experiences--driving through Kansas I remember how incredibly long and flat that was and nothing 

earth shaking there but it was just, you know it's been what thirty years and I still remember more and I 

still remember it. And, remember in Kansas we stopped at a friend's place in Kansas and stayed the 

night and one of the cars was parked on the street overnight and some drunk came down and side-

swiped it really badly so we had to explain that when we delivered it in Oklahoma to the rental 

companies--it wasn't our fault, here's the report! 
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Coltrain: Wow. 

Nielsen: Yeah, it was a funny time. 

Coltrain: Well, what um, I'm changing the subject a little bit, what languages do you speak? 

Well, I speak Danish, that's my native language, right? And I don't have much change to practice it but I 

can still do it. When I go home to Denmark and visit, it's still--it's still there, takes about a day to get it up 

and running again. And of course it's changed and developed a little over the years so some of the latest 

wrinkles I'm not up on so I probably sound like some guy from the seventies, which is what I am over 

there, right? I speak German because I had it in school—that was the second foreign language we 

learned in Denmark after English--of course I speak English. I had three of French in high school but I 

don't speak it--I read it a little bit. I would like to brush that up again, actually, it'd be cool. 

Coltrain: So, my next question was, do you speak a different language in different settings but I guess, 

I'm assuming it's pretty much English most of the time? 

Nielsen: It's English all the time when I'm here. There's nobody here that I use the other languages with. 

When I go visit in Denmark I lapse into Danish, you know. 

Coltrain: Of course. 

Nielsen: Because that's what most people there do. All my family that is there, whatever is left, I speak 

Danish with them. 

Coltrain: Does your family in Denmark have any special sayings or expressions? 

Nielsen: Uh, not really. No I can't think of any, it's been too long to really be too specific on that. Yeah, 

sorry. 

Coltrain: What about your wife? Does she speak any other languages? 

Nielsen: Yeah, she took German in college and she learned Danish when we lived there for a year so she 

can still understand it and she can speak it a little bit still. Although it's been forever so... 

Coltrain: And what does she do? 

Nielsen: She is a--she has a degree in accounting and she's like the financial services manager at The 

Hospital Foundation here. They do all the Children's Miracle Network, the fundraising for the children's 

hospital and whatever else, what other grants come in, they manage those for the hospital. 

Coltrain: Okay, cool. Tell me a little more about the town that you grew up in. Um just about, just some 

of the sights and sounds of the place, just a visual description, the best you can. 

Nielsen: I lived in an apartment in two different parts of the city all my childhood. My parents lived in 

one and ever since I went to elementary school they moved to this other apartment in order to get me 

into a "good school," which is--I don't really know in retrospect that there was any difference between 
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the two schools but they had heard good things about this other one so--and it certainly was a very very 

good elementary and I could walk there. In fact, I did in five minutes. Once in awhile I'd take my bike 

over in one minute, you know? And all the children had that. I mean, there were no school busses ever. 

There were no distances really to travel to school, it was all very, very easy. We lived maybe two blocks 

from the harbor which was very beautiful—mostly pleasure sailing craft. And the harbor, the industrial 

harbor where the boats came in and unloaded stuff, that was maybe a ten minute walk. And there was a 

lot of--I used to go down there a lot. When I got my first camera, I'd go down there and shoot some 

pictures of nothing just because it was an interesting place. The--if you want to get around the town 

from the apartment, you just walk up the street, uh, it's like from here to Belk, Belk Building. What is 

that? Like one minute, two minutes--and there's the bus that comes every five minutes both ways. 

Takes you into the town square, which is where all the busses converge, sort of like, you know, Trade 

and Tryon but it's more like a real square with buildings on all four sides. And then roads going off four 

ways and that's where you'd change the bus to the next one, and you know, go wherever you wanted to 

in the town. So that's like the hustle and bustle of the little place. I remember little tiny stores that we 

would go in, you know, all my childhood we'd walk across the street, what, maybe twenty steps to the 

butcher and get today's sliced sandwich meats and maybe something, some ground beef for dinner or 

whatever we'd have. Right next to us in the apartment, you walk down from the--we were on the first 

floor, you walk down to the street level and you go turn right and the next, the next door there, five or 

six steps is a green grocer with all the fresh vegetables and fruits. Walk another, I don't know, one 

minute down the street on the left and there's a baker--they bakery is there and on and on. Now of 

course that's changed now--everybody drives to the supermarkets that are on the outskirts of town, and 

load, everybody loads up on the better prices and better selection now. And all these little shops I 

described have closed. They died out. 

Coltrain: Much the same has happened here, I guess. 

Nielsen: Yeah, yeah. But it was a fun way to live. It was nice. Outside on the street, I would place with 

the other kids, you know, we would play soccer and the goal would be from the corner of the building to 

the fire hydrant, if you hit it there it was a goal, kind of thing. And every ten seconds we'd have to stop 

because some kind of car was going slowly through the neighborhood, we had to let them pass. I 

remember riding my bike a lot. That was one of my favorite things to do. Go out and race the other kids-

-just get around town a little bit. It was fun times.  

Coltrain: How else has it changed over the years since you were a kid? 

Nielsen: How much? 

Coltrain: Yeah, I mean--you mentioned the supermarkets as a good example but what else has changed? 

Has it grown much? 

Nielsen: Oh yeah, it's probably a hundred and fifty thousand now. And I would say everybody has a car. 

I'm exaggerating but it's compared to when I was a kid and that has changed the way the bus system 

works, it's not as ubiquitous, right? It's still there and still works very well but it's a little bit less so, less 
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used than it was. There's a lot of parking garages now, they got supermarkets in, the department stores 

in downtown. And I like to joke that they changed the town without my permission. 

Coltrain: Are you an only child? 

Nielsen: Yeah. I was. 

Coltrain: How often do you get back to visit? 

Nielsen: Well, I used to go back almost every year, like either for Christmas or in the summer. I mean 

when our vacations allowed it here at the college, right? Once in awhile I'd skip a year or go from 

Christmas and then skip the next Christmas and go in the summer, so it's like eighteen months or 

something. Now I don't envision going back too much more. My mother died a year ago and my father 

had died seven years ago. So that was really the must visit connection, right, where as now I'm looking 

at visiting a couple of uncles and aunts who are very nice and we along famously when we see each 

other but it's not desperate need to go--cousins same story. So now my wife and I have a lot of other 

places that we'd like to visit so we're going to branch out a little bit. 

Coltrain: Ok good! Like where? 

Nielsen: Oh, go back to Europe and see some--I'd like to go back to Scotland and see that again. London, 

Paris, maybe Greek Isles, maybe a cruise again, something like that. I'd like to see the American West, I 

haven't really been to the national parks out there. Lake Louise in Canada, those areas. I'd like to go see 

that are beautiful. And who knows where I'll figure out next week. 

Coltrain: Is, is--when you've gone back to visit, is there one thing, one dish, that you cannot get over 

here that you have to have. One--[crosstalk] 

Nielsen: Well, it used to be a visit to the bakeries and get their wonderful pastries and they are exquisite 

and they do both, you know, what we consider like a Danish, right, kind of a pastry. They’re like a long or 

a round pastry and you slice them into nice little portions for everybody. They also make some nice 

cakes that are maybe three inches across, a couple of inches tall maybe, made with whipped cream and 

various other creams and jams and things and chocolate bottoms and meringue. So I used to go there 

because those you just cannot find. However on my last visit over there, I found to my dismay, I couldn't 

find them over there either because the little local bakers, you know, when they either go out of 

business or they retire, nobody takes up the mantle. So you got the, you got the supermarket and they 

do pastries that are sort of pre-packaged and are not any better than what we get here and those are 

the little specialty cream cakes. You don’t find them, I never saw one in the time i was there, so-- 

Coltrain: Is that something you fear is lost? I mean sort of a lost art or-- 

Nielsen: Yeah, I supposed it is now because if the people who knew how to make that and did that, if 

they cannot make a living in it, you know, it's not going to be there. I'm surprised that you don't have 

some, you know, some pre-made imitations or something in the larger, in the bakery section of the 

supermarket but I didn't see any. Maybe I just missed it. But that's a sad story. Other things I like when I 
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go--they serve a chopped steak dinner where they put a fried egg on top of the--like they do on top of 

the hamburger? And that's a very nice little dish. They have a lot of open-faced sandwiches on really flat 

I guess you would call it pumpernickel or rye bread. It's very much like that. And they really pile it up 

with beautiful toppings and that's a must-try when I go over there as well. I'm sure there are other 

things but those are some that popped to mind. 

Coltrain: Do you cook at all? 

Nielsen: No, I grill. [laughs] 

Coltrain: Same here. Well, what sort of--the people there--what sort of stuff do they do for a living, the 

general population, your parents, for instances, what did they do? 

Nielsen: My mother was a housewife most of her life. She took good care of me. And I must say she was 

wonderful in every way. And she had a job once in awhile. She worked at a--in an office for a 

government agency that did, like, retraining for injured and--injured people--injured on the job. And she 

was working in that office for three or four years. I guess it was when I was in school, she was there and 

when I was home, she would come home and take care of me after school--although I was probably 

about fourteen at the time already. My father was a--he worked in retail all his life for a grocery store 

chain that was all over the country. It's alike a co-op, actually, but it's, you wouldn't really know it when 

you went in, it just looks like a nice grocery store. And he worked his way up from like the trainee, then 

in his first couple of years his job was to take a tricycle, now this is a big tricycle that has a big like a 

covered area out on front for products they were selling, and he would deliver them to people's houses 

and then he would take the order for next week and then he'd deliver those. He was like a delivery 

driver but on a bicycle with a storage in front and then he worked his way up slowly and surely through 

the company. He ended up managing two of the stores. 

Coltrain: Cool. 

Nielsen: Yeah, it was nice. Good job. 

31:00 

Coltrain: And what were your neighbors like? 

Nielsen: Oh, they were wonderful people. They were nice neighbors. We didn't have any troubles with 

anybody. No problems, no disturbances, no anything. It was just very nice. We live in an apartment on 

the first floor. The people next to us were older people. Sometimes it irritated my mother a bit because 

she had a lot to do and this other lady next door didn't have so much to do so she would come over and 

liked to talk too much, you know. And my mother being the sweet, polite soul didn't really know how to 

lock the door there but the man who owned the apartment block, to whom we paid the rent, lived on 

the third floor and he was a taxi driver so I mean that tells you a little bit about the country that a taxi 

driver, he owned a cab, right, but you don't find taxi drivers here owning very much investment 

property, right? And he owned two big buildings with eight apartments in each and he was very nice to 

everybody as well. We had a couple of kids on the fourth floor I played soccer with--a girl in the other 
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apartment block that I played cricket and volleyball and all kinds of stuff with--we had fun times. It was a 

nice place. When I was home last to visit, my mother was in a nursing home, she has been there for a 

little while and this gentleman and his wife came to visit another lady who stayed there and it turned 

out that this older lady lived just next door in all those years i grew up. And this boy and his wife who's 

now a grown man was one of the friends I used to play with [laughs]. 

Coltrain: What was that like when you met them again--or when you met this gentleman again? 

Nielsen: Oh, it was actually very exciting because here is somebody who remembers the same thing you 

do and it's not something you get a chance to share very much. It was fun. 

Coltrain: Did you have a chance to sit and catch up for awhile? 

Nielsen: Not a lot, but a little bit. Found out that he had gone into body building and free weight lifting 

and he had been to the world championships in these, he is really bulked up. But when we knew each 

other, we were just scrawny little kids on the street. That was a fun experience. But they were nice 

neighbors. It was a good place to be, a good place to grow up. 

Coltrain: Tell me a little bit about the neighborhood that you live in now. 

Live in Matthews in Brookhaven. It's a John Wieland community with about five hundred homes. 

Coltrain: Wow. 

Nielsen: And we just got an email, "Be careful, don't drive over twenty-five" because we have over a 

thousand children in here. [laughs] So it's a large development, it's brand new. We bought—the house 

we bought was brand new when we bought it. It was just finished the day before we moved in kind of 

thing. And ours was like the second home on the street that was occupied. The neighbors moved in a 

day before we did so we were like the first people on the street. Now the street has like, what, sixteen 

homes, right. And these are large homes but on small lots so I don't have too much yard work to do--just 

enough room for my wife to enjoy the things she likes to do in her garden. She likes to grow flowers and 

bushes and trees of all kinds and we have a lot and it's nice. The neighbors, they are super as well, it's 

just really a nice neighborhood. 

Coltrain: Now the family that lived next to you, are they still there? 

Nielsen: No, they moved away to Florida. 

Coltrain: Ok. Well, I want to talk a little bit about CPCC. How did you--I think you mentioned it briefly in 

the beginning but tell me again, how did you arrive first at CP? 

Nielsen: Well, my first trip to CPCC was as a student. I had just moved to the country and you know I had 

a job in Gastonia working in special ed at Holbrook Junior High in Lowell. And I was there for three years 

and at the time I was thinking, I need to find something that makes more money and I thought, oh, I'm 

going to go back to school and one of the things that came up was maybe I'll go get a Master's in 

Business or something, which seemed, at the time, to be the way to the big time. And so i took a couple 
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of, to transfer my college degree in, and to get accepted in the MBA at UNCC, I needed to take statistics 

and business law, so I signed up here and I took the statistics class. And then the next semester I signed 

up for business law but I never got to it because I got the job here [laughs]. So I was a student first and 

then I came in and worked here. The job was advertised, I saw the advertisement, thought, 'this will be 

interesting' and I interviewed with the Division Director, with the Dean, and with the VP, and that was--

Zilda DePaula was the Division Director at the time. Mitch Hagler was here and he interviewed me, and 

David Hunter, Dr. Hunter, interviewed me at the time. It was--I think there were two different occasions 

I came in and we squeezed all that in in two visits and then I didn't find out about the job for, I think it 

was a whole month before I was notified I got it, so I was really excited about the opportunity and I 

really wanted it. [laughs]  

Coltrain: Do you remember what year that was? 

Nielsen: 1980. Yeah, I started here in October 1980. October first. 

Coltrain: Wow. 

Nielsen: Yeah, I know. I can retire! 

Coltrain: Any plans to retire soon? 

Nielsen: Ah, not really. It's just nice, you know, to know that you've gotten there. I used to think, look 

back in time, say okay you can retire when you've been here for thirty years. I said I'll never get there. 

Then I used to say it's only twenty more years. And now, poof [snaps fingers], time has gone. But no, I 

don't have any plans to walk away. I really like what I do. I'm in a very good situation. Like the people I 

work with. The students are great. It's--and I enjoy it. Plus, what would I do if I retired. I'd sit at and 

wonder what to do with myself.  

Coltrain: Now tell me again, your job title and describe to be what you do. 

Nielsen: I'm an instructor in Academic ESL and that means in our program we take students who come 

from other countries and who most of them plan to go to college here or transfer. Some of them already 

have a job and are just looking to improve their job opportunities and maybe without going back to 

college but in any case, they need a little more of the academic English. You know, the English that's 

used in sort of formal settings and in the business world and they just find a way to, are looking for a 

way to improve their lives. And we do the English preparation. So what we do for those students is sort 

of like what English o-eighty, o-ninety, Reading o-eighty, o-ninety, those kind of courses, Math, will do 

for the native speakers. You know, they come in and for whatever reason are a little underprepared and 

need a little upgrade before they feel they can get into the classes they want. And I teach listening, 

speaking classes, I teach grammar classes, I teach composition classes, I teach reading classes. 

Coltrain: What have been some of the biggest challenges of the years as far as your job goes? 

Nielsen: Hmm. I don't know. It's--to always keep renewing what you're doing. It's easy to get, to sort of 

get in a rut a little bit, so you don't want to do that. But the students keep you fresh [laughs]. 
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Coltrain: I'll say. Do you know any of the demographics? Just a general estimate—or just on a daily basis. 

Nielsen: Of the students we have now? 

Coltrain: Yeah. 

Nielsen: Well, if I have a class--most of my classes are twenty-five students, that's the cap, right? And, I 

would say that of those we have, probably fifteen different countries represented, something like that. 

Right now we might have two or three from say, Vietnam. Maybe a couple of Koreans. Maybe Colombia, 

Peru, other Spanish-speaking countries, maybe five or something like that. And then the rest will come 

from everywhere, from Europe, from Africa, from Asia, from South America. Right now I've got students 

from all over, Thailand, are represented, is represented. We've got different African countries, Togo, 

Ivory Coast; Middle East as well, we get quite a few from there. We had a lot of Saudi students last 

semester but they were on like a scholarship from the government, so they came as a group, they left as 

a group. but we still have Middle Eastern students and so its--that's been very exciting to me because I 

really get to know the world in a different way when you have people from all over the world sitting 

there and interacting with each other and with me as well and I’ve learned a lot from other countries 

and cultures from that and it's been--it's not like being there of course, not like living there by any 

means, but it's a nice exposure to the world. I've really enjoyed that part of it. (41:56) 

Coltrain: Can you think of anything off the top of your head that you've learned recently? Something 

you've learned, say, within the last semester. 

Nielsen: From another country? 

Coltrain: Yeah, or just in general about interacting with your students. Maybe someone from a country 

you've never encountered before or just something that sticks out over the fall. 

Nielsen: Yeah, I had a student from Moldova and I had to actually stop and think, “Where exactly was 

that?” I knew it was down by Romania but I wasn't sure exactly where it was on the map. And I normally 

I can throw right back at the student, you know, when I say, "Hey, where are you from?" the first day 

and they say, whatever country, I can throw back, "Are you from that city?" you know, I have a few cities 

in my memory. But Moldova, I couldn't come up with, I think it's what, Chisinau, or something, that's the 

capital. I had no idea at the time and it was fun to hear a little bit about how that country came to be 

and how it's still a little bit unsettled for sure. So that was fun. Yeah, you find out about various 

countries and some of their religious traditions, when they have to take a day off, for example, to 

celebrate something. You always get a little bit different perspective from them, you know, you have 

two people from the same country and one person is very much into that tradition and another person 

just kind of blows it off and it's nothing to them. And every now and then you get a student, I remember 

one student from Iran, you know where I assumed like, you shouldn't assume anything but I assumed 

that she was a Muslim because she came from Iran but turned out she wasn't. She was from another 

faith and which was fine but you know it's just interesting to discover that that actually exists although 

with some difficulty she told me. That's one of the reasons she came here, I believe, that's kind of hard. 

Yeah, it's nice. 
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Coltrain: What are some of your, over the years, some of your impressions of, just of observing students 

from all different backgrounds, in a classroom there, together, like how they interact? 

44:16 

Nielsen: Oh, well I think we are very lucky in our area. I think the students we get are very wonderful to 

work with. It's--I'm not saying that other departments don't have wonderful students but now and then 

you hear other people say that it's, that students are not as prepared as they used to be and they're not 

as motivated as maybe they used to be or something like that. I don't know if that's a research or that's 

just an impression, I don't know if the test scores bear that out but we haven't really seen anything like 

that. Our students seem very motivated. They're largely good learners but you know we get every, we 

get the same sort of differences that everybody else gets. But I really--it's fun to see people from 

different countries in front of you interacting with each other. I had a situation one time--there was a 

war [chuckles] and I shouldn't joke about it but it was between Ecuador and Peru and it's not a war that 

was widely reported because it was just over a little bit of borderland or something in the jungle. But it 

was serious enough to them. And then you have in your class, you've got two girls--one from Peru, one 

from Ecuador and they're working happily together smiling and enjoying life and you say, 'well aren't 

you two fighting?' Say, ah, that's the governments.' [laughs] I get that kind of reaction quite often and 

think that's a nice thing. 

Coltrain: Yeah, definitely. I should say so. How has CPCC changed since you've been here--just your 

observations of how things have changed? It's grown certainly! 

Nielsen: Well, for good or for bad, we have grown. Incredibly grown and it used to be that once you 

learned where a department or division or an office was, you could pretty much count on it being there 

for more than a year. And back then we didn't have any satellite campuses and now with everybody, 

you know, out of necessity, spread out to all these other areas, it's really hard because I don't always 

know what goes on at Cato or at Harper or at Levine and I'm sure they feel the same way about Central. 

And it's seems like it's been--we've moved things around a lot with all this construction that's been going 

on for the last many years. And when you build or when you take one building down and put another 

one up or move people from one to another, well, it may get communicated or not. I may remember or 

not and it's not the same sort of confidence that you know where everything is and exactly where to go 

with things. But that's, you know, on the other hand, back then I remember working registration at night 

and you'd sit down there from the time it opened, I think at five, to the time it closed at eight and the 

line was still around the building, out the door and around the building, you know, rain or sleet or 

whatever. I guess we let them in the hallway, if it was raining. You know, it was down in the first floor 

here of Central High. And the lines were just awful. When I came here, we were still registering people 

by--we had like a little mail slot on the wall, you know, for each class and there were twenty-five cards in 

there and when the twenty-fifth card was given to a student, the class was full. That's how it was. We 

copied things on the old mimeo-mimeograph, we call them the little, used to put denatured spirits in 

them and roll and they would smell and there would be blue. And the secretary would type the master 

up for you so you wouldn't mess it up. Yeah, things have come a long, long way and it's all good progress 

and all necessary but I do miss the time when everybody kind of knew each other a little bit more--all 
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the staff could fit into the theatre for the meeting and we would all sort of know each other. And know 

of course that I've been here for so long, a lot of the people that I learned from and I kind of looked up 

to when I came here, they're gone, right? They're retired and gone on to better things but-- 

Coltrain: Like who, who, who was someone you might've learned from or looked up to, when you first 

got here? 

Nielsen: Oh, uh, dear oh dear, lots. I'd like to thank the following people for my award, yeah. I mean I 

have had some wonderful people I worked with. Karen Stanley is my colleague still, she's over here in 

351 and she has just been outstanding--I've learned a lot from working with her all these years. A couple 

of my bosses over the years, Jon Launt was here and I worked--I was lucky enough to be in his division 

and learn a lot about how, you know, you can have a nice happy division working together. Joe Barwick 

before that, was just an exceptional experience working with him, as well. That was great. Mitch Hagler, 

I mean there was, it sort of was the case, really, for me and a lot of other people around--if there was 

something--there were two opinions about something, you just called Mitch and you'd the scoop and 

the right answer. He would always take the time to give it to you and it was just--he's been there for us 

all these years. Dr. Hunter was nice to me when I came here, really nice to me when I came here--took 

very good care of me. And I owe him a lot. I really appreciated his support in those early years and it's 

just been. It's been extremely nice working here. 

Coltrain: How have you--you've been here for so long, you mentioned earlier, it's easy for some to fall 

into a rut. How have you managed to stay fresh and focused. Obviously the enthusiasm comes through 

from working here. How have you been able to maintain that after all this time? 

Nielsen: Well, you know, we all get sort of inspiration from each other in the division. We talk at our 

meetings and we just talk in the hallway and we come up with new ideas and we got to conferences and 

see what someone else have done and sometimes you just get feedback from the students. I try to ask 

them--they don't feel real confident always that I mean it but I'd like to know what they really like and 

what they really didn't like about the class to kind of improve it. I think they think it's a trick question 

sometimes. [laughs] And i can understand that, it's a little different and they give us the feedback as well 

on the official student surveys and some of those comments can be very nice. Complimentary or not, 

you can learn from that. And then of course, I think I've used the technology that's been made available 

to us from the time when we did everything by hand to now and I just always been really interested in 

that and try to use that. And that's one way I've tried to because I have an interest and it's easy for me 

to work with that and I like it and it's natural to incorporate that. Then at least change what we're doing 

and hopefully making it better. Change the book once awhile, right? Or change the course you're 

teaching, you know, switch to something a little different. There are some classes that I really like to 

teach and I am loathe to give them up, you know? [laughs] 

Coltrain: Like what? 

Nielsen: Grammar four, for example, is probably my favorite little baby and I've just taught it for a long 

time and I really know the stuff and it's really enjoyable to be able to share that with the students and 

see them come along and use it, as well. 
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Coltrain: Describe it, just the general syllabus, of that class. 

Nielsen: Oh, yeah, it's the last, it's the highest level pure grammar course we have and it's, it does 

basically the sentence level, you know stuff, where we do adverb clauses, time of cause and effect of a 

position of a condition, you know, and show they are different, you have to know which one you are 

doing so that you can do the right verb tenses and the right word order in them and so on. And the right 

reductions of them, where they're possible. We do gerunds and infinitives, you know, where it's a 

mystery to the student why you can say, "I like eating ice cream," or you can say, "I enjoy eating ice 

cream," but you cannot say, "I want eating ice cream." And there's really no reason for that except that 

it is not correct, you know, it's one of those strange things. We do modals, where they have to learn you 

can say, "It may rain tomorrow," but that "It might rain tomorrow" is not a past tense. Hey, it's also 

tomorrow, you can't say, "It might rained tomorrow," which would be devilishly logical, but you can't do 

that, you have to say, "Might have rained,"  or, "may have rained"--they have to get that into their 

heads. It's just a wonderful class. 

Coltrain: Is there a common...uh, not sure of the word I'm looking for, is a common thing or section of 

that class that you've found over the years that people from different countries have had sort of similar 

problems with the English language. Like a particular aspect? 

Nielsen: Uh. 

Coltrain: I hope that was clear. 

Nielsen: Yeah, it's clear. 

Coltrain: There are certain language groups, you know, that have certain problems, certain differences 

in their language that create that problem in English because either they don't have that distinction or 

have never had to think about it. It's sort of like when we learn Spanish and we have to learn that some 

words are "el" and some words are "la" and we're not used to worrying about that, right? 

Coltrain: Yeah, masculine and feminine. 

Nielsen: Yeah, so suddenly we have to add that to our--and it slows everything down because  you're 

not used to doing that. Some languages don't have articles, they don't have "the" and "a" and that's a 

really hard thing to teach, as well, because it's not entirely practical to have a checklist of fifteen rules 

every time you say a noun, you know. Shouldn't put "the" on "not!" You just can't do it like that! You'll 

never be able to speak, so that's one thing we notice. Passive voice has been a problem for some Asian 

speakers and I'm not entirely sure even know why that is, it's just tricky. It must be because I've been 

told that passive exists in their language but it must be just different enough that it doesn't quite 

process the same way. I don't know. Oh yeah and there are people from some countries have word 

order problems, right? Because their word order is anything goes free form and we have this very strict 

one, where if you don't say it the right order, people will misunderstand it, or it's just wrong. But in 

other countries, for example, we can't say, "I saw a amusing the children clown." 

Coltrain: Yeah. 
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Nielsen: But you can say that in Russian without any trouble and they do. They do it in English, too, they 

ask, why can we not say that? And then you have to explain it, you know? This word goes here, this 

word goes here, and if you have all these three or four words together you can't put them there in front 

of a noun. And it's wonderful. I learned some language, too, little tidbits about Russian here and there 

and I like that. 

Coltrain: Do you find, I know some students you mentioned have been here for awhile, and in the South, 

you know, and different parts of the south have different, obviously, colloquialisms and dialect issues--

does that play a role? I mean students have picked up certain slang or Southern, right around this area, 

upland South Carolina and Piedmont North Carolina issues. 

Nielsen: Actually, I think most of them are confused by that. That they learn some kind of standard form 

English in their country, a lot of them right? Let's take that group first--those who had English classes in 

their country and they learned that this is proper British English or this is proper American English, 

whatever they were taught. And then they come to an area where really English is spoken by real people 

in a region and it's different, you know, a lot of them really, really, really, want to go back to--no, they 

just want the correct English, they have that idea still. Now there are other people who come here and 

don't have much formal training in English from their country but they learn it, I say on the street, which 

is not right, I mean they learn it in the office, in the factory, with their friends' parties, their children, 

from everywhere. They learn it out of the classroom, so that they hear and they copy, right? With more 

or less success, it's not always, it's usually good enough to communicate but not usually good enough for 

college and that's hard because then they have to stop and say, "well, okay, what I heard was not 

exactly what I thought," right? If someone says to you, you know, "It must have been nice to see that 

movie." You know, they don't really here that, "tah"--must-ah, they hear, "mus-t been" and they think 

the "t" is all there is there, right? And so that's how they'll write it. I've seen that occasionally, and 

they've got to figure out, no, sorry that's another little word in there we disguise. It is easy to lose words 

and drop accents. 

Coltrain: Very much so. 

Nielsen: Drop letters. 

Coltrain: Very much so, yeah. Well, you mentioned earlier, this is sort of changing the topic but I wanted 

to ask before I was finished, you mentioned you knew a bit about pictures and taking pictures. I was 

wondering, and you mentioned when you were a child having a camera, is that a hobby of yours, 

photography?  

Nielsen: No, not really. I liked it when I was a child, I thought it was great to walk around and take 

photos. I even had a little eight millimeter movie camera I got when I was fourteen, you know, one of 

those where you have to take the film in and develop it and then it comes back and you put it in like an 

old machine, like they have on MASH--movies from home, right? I had that setup. And it was just a way 

to have fun. I guess that was a toy, I guess at the time. And I still have a camera and take shots--

especially when I travel, you know, things like that now. Yeah, it's good. 
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Coltrain: Well, that pretty much is enough for--I'm finished with my questions. Is there anything I didn't 

ask that you thought you might like to say? 

Nielsen: No, it's cool. It was nice talking to you, Mark.  

Coltrain: Yeah, you too. 

Nielsen: I enjoyed it. 

 

 

 

 

 


